
Enhanced Access for a Paper World 
Rik Hoekstra; Ida Nijenhuis

paper for 

Editing Fundamentals: Historical and Literary Paradigms in Source Editing

Ninth Annual Conference of the European Society for Textual Scholarship

Amsterdam, The Netherlands

22-24 November 2012



Enhanced Access for a Paper World

For historians, one of the main advantages of the digital age is that more and more sources 

become available online, which makes them searchable, combinable and accessible in ways 

that were inconceivable for previous generations. For some ten years now, we have been 

promised that we are at the edge of an era of new and better solutions for ages old problems. 

Many of us have had sometimes frustrating experiences with promised resources that never 

materialized, impenatrable search engines and websites that were confusing and made us 

loose our way or were unrecognizably changed when we returned there some day. New tools 

may come to our rescue, but available tools are often hard to operate without  a technical 

background, and if a researcher manages to make them work they yield results that are hard 

to understand in the light of what we already know or, worse perhaps, they yield either too few 

or too many results.  The question is whether the new methodology will supersede the old 

ways altogether, or whether the knowledge, the hard work and the scholarship of past 

generations of historians will still be present and probably of importance. 

In this paper we will try and sketch some of these perspectives using the example of the 

resolutions of the States General of the Dutch Republic. It is divided in three parts. In the first 

part we will give a short panorama of the existing editions of the resolutions of the States 

General and their peculiarities from a point of view of accessibility. It is followed by a 

discussion of the possibilities and common shortcomings of digitized and 'born digital' editions 

and the impact they have on their usability. In the last part we will come to the lessons that 



can be learned for future editions of the resolutions. 

The States General were the supreme governing college of the Dutch Republic from the 

1590s to 1795. They deliberated daily and their decisions were laid down in resolutions, that 

were recorded in manuscript and are currently in the National Archive of the Netherlands. The 

resolutions with their long, unbroken series of decisions of a stable institution may be 

considered as a backbone source for the political history of the Republic, as has been 

recognized for a long time. From the beginning of the twentieth century, therefore, the 

Huygens Institute for the History of the Netherlands and its predecessors have been making 

an ongoing effort to publish them and the task is still by no means finished - thirteen volumes 

and a digital publication have brought efforts to 1630. The ongoing publishing effort offers a 

panorama of the history of source publication and the different decisions subsequent 

generations of very reputable scholars have taken in publishing and organizing the 

resolutions. Another point of consideration has always been how to make this material with all 

its inevitable contingencies and continuities of daily politics accessible. As in all respectable 

source publications, there were registers with names of people, places and ships. The way of 

presenting and selecting changed several times, depending on the scholarly mores of the 

day. The resolutions from 1576 to 1609 were edited in volume 1 to 14 , N. Japikse, followed 

by ms H.H.P Rijperman were editors and published the resolutions ordered by subjects rather 

than strictly chronologically and sometimes transcribed them, but abstracted many others, 

and omitted what they thought less important. The first volume appeared in 1915 and the last 

in 1970. The 'New Series', that was to span the period from 1610 to 1670, started in 1971, 

first under the editorship of A.Th. van Deursen, followed by J.G. Smit and Ms J. Roelevink. 

Editing policies changed with this new series. All resolutions were now included in 

chronological order and numbered per year. The ordering by subject was left although but in 



the first two volumes the subjects were still referred to in the margin. Editing policies were on 

the whole maintained throughout the new series; minor changes were documenten in the 

introductions to the respective volumes.1

The digital publication of the years 1626-1630 were in many ways a half breed between a 

digital and a paper editions. It contained all resolutions as abstracts and the same entities 

(people, ships and geographical names) were marked as before, but they were added to a 

database.2 The resolutions were transcribed in XML format, that contained abstracts and 

sometimes transcriptions of the resolutions. In the XML documents, references were made to 

the entities in the database and ‘interwoven’ with the XML. Digital availability of the texts 

made them much easier to search and to find resolutions concerning a specific subject. The 

entities could be browsed, so that an overview of which entity was mentioned in which 

resolution was readily available, but also people with the same office could be found. It has 

also been remarked that in many ways it became confusing and the oversight that earlier, 

paper editions had offered got somewhat lost in the richness of access possibilities.3

Obviously, there is a difference of five hundred and more years in experience in publishing on 

1 N. Japikse (ed), Resolutiën der Staten-Generaal van 1576 tot 1609. Eerste deel 1576-1577 (The Hague, 1915) Rijk 
Geschiedkundige Publicatiën (RGP) Grote Serie (GS) 26; vol 2 1576-1609 RGP GS 33 (The Hague, 1917); vol 3 1580-
1582 RGP GS 41 (The Hague, 1918); vol 4 1583-1584 RGP GS 43 (The Hague, 1919); vol 5 1585-1587 RGP GS 47 
(The Hague, 1921); vol 6 1588-1589 RGP GS 51 (The Hague, 1922); vol 7 1590-1592 RGP GS 55 (The Hague, 1923); 
vol 8 1593-1595 RGP GS 57 (The Hague, 1925); vol 9 1596-1597 RGP GS 62 (The Hague, 1926);  vol 10 1598-1599 
RGP GS 71 (The Hague, 1930); vol 11 1600-1601 RGP GS 85 (The Hague, 1941); H.H.P. Rijperman (ed.) vol 12 1602-
1603 RGP GS 92 (The Hague, 1950); Vol 13 1604-1606 RGP GS 101 (The Hague, 1957);  vol 14 1607-1609 RGP GS 
131 (The Hague, 1970); etc
Digitized versions of all volumes concernd are available from  http://www.historici.nl/retroboeken/statengeneraal 
[consulted November 2012]
In fact, the introduction to the first volume states that efforts for publication were a century older, starting with a 
proposal from 1826, making it date back to the beginning of the nineteenth century. Vol 1, inleiding IX-XXII. The 
actual work only started with this edition.

2  The edition is available from http://www.historici.nl/Onderzoek/Projecten/BesluitenStaten-generaal1626-1651 
[consulted November 2012]. An explanation of the edition rules and the method used in the introduction 
http://www.historici.nl/Onderzoek/Projecten/BesluitenStaten-generaal1626-1651/en/inleiding and in Ida Nijenhuis, 
“Besluiten ontsloten. Resolutiën Staten-Generaal (1626-1630), De  Zeventiende Eeuw. Cultuur in de Nederlanden in 
interdisciplinair perspectief 22, 2 (2006) 272-282. Online version 
http://www.historici.nl/Onderzoek/tijding/bijdragen/Besluiten_besloten/Besluitenbesloten.pdf [consulted November 
2012]

3 Ida Nijenhuis, inaugurele rede

http://www.historici.nl/retroboeken/statengeneraal
http://www.historici.nl/Onderzoek/tijding/bijdragen/Besluiten_besloten/Besluitenbesloten.pdf
http://www.historici.nl/Onderzoek/Projecten/BesluitenStaten-generaal1626-1651/en/inleiding
http://www.historici.nl/Onderzoek/Projecten/BesluitenStaten-generaal1626-1651%20%5Bconsulted
http://www.historici.nl/Onderzoek/Projecten/BesluitenStaten-generaal1626-1651%20%5Bconsulted


paper and in book on the one hand hand and maximum twenty-five, but in reality mostly not 

more than ten years of digital publishing. Or, to put it in a another way, no one really knows 

how to publish digitally.  Digital publishing mostly followed in the secure paths of the book and 

often digital publishing has been described as a book plus. Whether there are other ways that 

are better suited to the digital media than the paradigm of the adapted or extended book  

remains to be seen, and also whether this will change the ways in which 'we may think' to 

quote Vannevar Bush, the grandfather of hypertext publishing.4 However this may be, for the 

time being the book and paper paradigm are inevitable as a frame of reference and because 

notwithstanding the rise of the digital world, we still live in a book universe, in a paper world. 

Many of the digital publications build on paper and books and even are digitized books, 

witness Google Books, initiatives like project Muse and Jstore, and the digitization 

programmes of all major libraries and archives around the world.

There have been different ways of transition from digitizing paper into a digital form that range 

from just images (scans) to fully marked up xml files or document databases. The different 

ways or modes of making digital documents or books available are different layers in 

representation, in which the image layer, the full text representation (the transciption of the 

text) and the metadata layers that range from simple data about a file from text markup are 

stacked upon each other and all contribute aspects to both publishing, accessibility and 

possibilities the digital resource offers for analysis. In contrast to computers, that deal very 

differently with binary digital objects than with text streams, for people the representation 

scale that ranges from image to full-text is a continuum. 

The optimum in digital editions depends on the target group. Libraries and archives are 

collection oriented and primarily want a digital form for their artefacts, so that the result of 
4 Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think". The Atlantic Monthly (July 1945); Bush was writing about his  mircofilm based 

Memex machine, not digital resources



library digitization is usually a collection of digital objects, mostly in image only or pdf format 

that consists of images and ocr-ed text. At the other end of the scale are the textual scholars 

(the linguists and literary scholars) who are completely oriented on text and need correct 

digital textual representations, if possible with functional markup that enables them to do 

functional analysis on the texts concerned. For those interested in the physical aspects of the 

texts or how they look, this is less interesting and metadata extraction can be helped by 

linguistic tools, but still requires a lot of human intervention and assistance. In between there 

are many groups of scholars, such as historians, who are  primarily interested in the 

information contained in the digitized material and who use the texts mainly as a source of 

information. For them, often the availability of lots of material, manuscripts, documents and 

books in any form is more important than a perfect version of the text contained in them. 

The priorities in digitization have important consequences for the considerations and 

decisions in a digitization effort or digital edition. In practice, we have to deal with a hybrid 

situation, in which for example some sources are available as images with some metadata, 

some are full-text available but have no, old or deficient metadata, and a tiny part has both 

full-text and high-quality metadata. In practice, it is much too expensive to make a corpus 

available among all axes of accessibility. For practical purposes, a virtual corpus will have 

layered access, and for usability, the corpus would do well to expose the peculiarities of the 

material contained as well as possible.   

The accessibility of the information contained in digital editions is determined by several 

factors. First of all, there is the issue of selection, that is the inclusion and exclusion of 

material from a source, or from different sources. Is selection based on the availability of a 

single collection, or is it determined by the problem that is solved. If we return to the example 



of the resolutions of the States General, will all resolutions be included, or can do we judge 

the resolutions with content (concerning policies) more important than those about procedural 

matters (concerning nominations). Second, metadata are mostly incompletely available and 

are expensive to add. Therefore, whenever metadata are available, it is wise to take 

advantage of them. Third, making a full-text representation of digitized objects is expensive. 

An ocr-ed version of digitized printed source is adequate for global research questions, but 

not as a faithful representation and more often than not it contains too many mistakes for 

textual scholars' purposes. On average, making a one hundred percent correct digital version 

of a text is ten times as expensive as creating an image version. Ocr is of course less 

expensive, but only feasible for good quality printed text, preferably in modern Western 

alphabet.5 That is, if ocr is possible at all, because for printed materials in old typeface but 

certainly for handwritten documents (that includes virtually all archive material) transcription is 

still the only available alternative and will presumably be for quite some time to come.

If metadata are available for different resources, they are invariably structured differently and 

if they use the same structure, there are invariably different interpretations of the way content 

had to be entered. In short, in digitization projects there is pressure for both more and better: 

more collections of documents to add to a resource, more and better metadata to add per 

document and better representations of the texts in computer readable form. Selection, 

preparation of digital text and adding metadata may be seen as axes of the digitization 

process, that are simply impossible to fulfill all at the same time, if only for economic reasons. 

All this has a few important consequences. Different modes of access to digitized resources, 

the images, the metadata and the full-text can be seen as layers in access, that all contribute 

something to the overall accessibility. In the access to a collection, there will always be 
5 Chinese characters are second best, but other alphabets (Hebrew but especially Arabic and Indian) apparently pose 

many more problems.



something to desired, depending on the central research question of a particular researcher. 

Each layer should be regarded as a valuable contribution. It is clear that the modes of access 

differ not only in the quality of the access they give, but also in the view they permit on the 

resource in question. Images make it possible to read texts online, without physically going to 

the holding, mostly a library or archive. However, the ability to find them depends on the 

context, most obviously the context of the book or, for archive material, the files in which they 

are kept (and that may be found in archive inventories). For the resolutions of the States 

General the most natural order is chronological, by years, by months and by days.

Full-text search makes it possible to find details, particular words or phrases, but usefulness 

depends on the ability of a researcher's ability to formulate a question in terms of the search 

engine and also of a knowledge of the language and content of the underlying documents. 

Language tools that operate on a statistical basis are now developed to find named entities, 

but are fully dependent on a reasonably digitial version of the text. Their success is also 

greatly enhanced if lists of names are available that can be used for recognizing entities and 

help in identification.

Metadata can contribute a lot to contextualising the documents and other material in a 

collection. Metadata may be added as part of the publishing process, but in the case of 

digitized resources, previous editions often contain many traditional means of contextualising 

and making the information accessible such as tables of content and indexes. They contain 

much knowledge of previous generations of scholars, but remarkably, they are seldom used 

in the digital version of a resource. 

The layers in access to a resource requires integration efforts on the level of the user 

interface, that gives users access to the underlying  sources and their layers of accessibility. 

This is not the place to go into the requirements to the interface, but it needs to be noted that 



ideally different layers of access should be usable as just that – modes of access with which  

users can not only search, but also gain insight into and overview over the virtual collection. 

Precisely these tools to gain insight into a collection lacks from many existing digital source 

publications.

In the end, digital tools may contribute much to the discovery of knowledge in a collection, or 

a (virtual) collection of collections, but they are no replacement for old fashioned scholarship 

and learnedness. Researchers need to have knowledge of the contents of a collection, how it 

was compiled, what was its history and which parts have been lost. In the case of an edition, 

researchers have to know which selection and edition procedures were followed and what 

influence they had on the information in it. This gets increasingly difficult when a resource or 

virtual collection is mashed-up, that is to say data data from different sources are combined 

into a new resource. In that case, the result is a composite virtual collection where data from 

one source may be complemented by those from another but at the same time, it is often very 

difficult to see what resource or collection contributed what, or what its quality and 

shortcomings were. In this way, mash-ups and virtualized collections tend to absolutize and 

de-contextualize the underlying data that come to lead a life of their own.

Following the layered access approach, the older editions of the Resolutions of the States 

General may be combined into a virtual collection of resolutions that span a much larger 

period than separate volumes and series. All editions are now already available as they were 

retro digitized. 
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